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over rates of exchange. Barcelona merchants emancipated
themselves from this control before the end of the fifteenth
century. The administrators would not lend to private deposi-
tors, but apparently they allowed the commercial bankers of
the city to overdraw their accounts3 and were running their
office at a very early date as a central reserve bank. When the
Bank of the City was established in 1609 as an ancillary institu-
tion this function of the older bank was still in evidence, the
bulk of the cashier's business being transferred to the new
institution. Here much greater freedom was allowed in dealings
with customers. They were, for example, permitted to make
payments by cheque, a practice wnich the so-called Deposit
Bank had recognized as early as 1527, whilst confining the
privilege to public officials.

We must be careful not to give Barcelona undue credit for
its precocity in instituting cheque transfer, since we do not
know at what stage the document itself superseded the usual
oral instructions of the customer.1 Yet this sixteenth-century
innovation is interesting and instructive. It begins with the
exemption from personal attendance at the transfer office of
privileged persons who might now send third parties with a
spoken message signifying their wishes. The first cheques must
have served as confirmation of such messages. At some later
stage cheques themselves were accepted by the bank as valid
orders for a .^-transfer, and even for a cash payment. But
there is no evidence that later north European practice was
influenced by the doings of the Deposit or of the City Bank of
Barcelona.

These two institutions were combined as one bank in the
eighteenth century during a period when political and economic
causes were injuring the city's commercial vitality.

There is little to show that the Exchange Bank of Amsterdam
(1609-1819) was consciously modelled upon the public founda-
tions in the Latin countries whose activities have just been

1 Moreover, priority might be allowed to the private bankers of Venice who in
1431 were forbidden the practice of transferring sums on the written order of non-
resident customers.